Hieronymus Brunschwig's Liber de arte distillandi, written in German and first published in Strasbourg in 1500, was the first printed manual on the distillation of medicinal waters.
Introduction
Distilled waters were widely used as medical remedies during the early modern period, and by the end of the seventeenth century had become much-valued commodities. 1 The first printed book to reveal in any detail how these medicinal waters were made was Hieronymus
Brunschwig's Liber de arte distillandi de simplicibus (1500), written in German despite its
Latin title, and widely read even beyond German-speaking areas. Combining different traditions of making knowledge, it allows us to explore the historical identity of distilled waters. In this paper, I show how this identity was shaped by alchemical ideas about matter and the cosmos, and how these ideas translated into practical concerns about exacting underestimated, especially with regard to its unique way of presenting the information needed to produce and administer distilled remedies.
The first part introduces the reader to the requisite craft practices -making bricks to build furnaces and setting up stills -as well as a variety of equipment and different methods of distillation. The second part of the Small book is an illustrated herbal, providing essential information about a variety of plants, such as their medicinal properties and how to find them.
Making the book convenient as well as comprehensive, the third part is a register of diseases in head-to-toe order with an indication of appropriate remedies and corresponding folio numbers.
With its emphasis on technical procedures and its alchemical dimension, the Small book is a complex but rich historical source which affords insights into the nature of distilled waters as material products. In recent years, historians have paid increasing attention to materials and the skills and processes which shaped them. 7 Distilled waters are prime examples of such hardwon commodities: prised from recalcitrant matter by special techniques, they were set apart from ordinary objects and circulated between workshops and marketplaces. As highly constructed objects thought to encapsulate the elusive medicinal properties of natural matter, they are even further from being transhistorical entities than some other, more tangible early modern materials. 8 It is therefore especially necessary and enlightening to situate
Brunschwig's distilled remedies in a context of artisanal practices shaped by an understanding of materials' alchemical meanings and hidden correspondences. 9 Tracing these connections analyses its contribution to the technical vocabulary of Fachliteratur on distillation, and Maria Roxo Beltran, "Sixteenth Century Books of Distillation," will allow us to illuminate the significance of distillation in the early modern cosmos, particularly in relation to natural matter, the human body, and the heavens.
Exploring Brunschwig's intellectual background, the first part of this paper shows how medical concerns about the human body were shaped by an early modern scholarly understanding of nature in which matter was constantly changing and decomposing. To make sense of Brunschwig's distilled waters as a response to this challenge, I trace the influence of the fourteenth-century alchemist John of Rupescissa on Brunschwig's concept of distillation, as a process capable of restoring some degree of stability to earthly matter, and to human health.
Combining this kind of philosophical learning with artisanal techniques was the rule rather than the exception in early modern alchemical practice, but the Small book provides an unprecedented level of technical detail. As I show in the second part of the essay, Brunschwig stresses the value of practical experience, and the importance of physically engaging with the practices and materials one seeks to master, especially if the materials in question are as elusive as the distilled medicinal properties of corruptible natural things. Rather than forcing an unhelpful division between the 'theoretical' and 'practical' parts of Brunschwig's project, I
propose to treat it as a hybrid activity, situated on a continuum of early modern forms of knowledge ranging from the learned to the artisanal. 10 Finally, in order to fully comprehend
Brunschwig's project, we need to investigate not only how distilled waters were conceptualised and manufactured, but also how they were communicated in printed form. This acknowledges that we are exploring these remedies through the lens of another type of hard-won material product which reflects Brunschwig's concern with technical precision and reliability: the printed book. Brunschwig's distilled waters were shaped by a particular blend of intellectual and practical traditions: clearly influenced by alchemical thought but foregrounding artisanal practices, it represents Brunschwig's own perspective on what it meant to do alchemy in the early modern period.
Natural matter, human health, and the alchemy of quintessence
Brunschwig's approach to distilling remedies is deeply rooted in an understanding of contemporary cosmology, especially the material world of nature and the place of the human 10 There is considerable scholarly precedence for studying ways of making knowledge at the intersection of book learning and artisanal practices, cobining manipulation and contemplation. The Mindful Hand, esp. XIII-XXIV, 1-7; Materials and Expertise, 1-5.
body within it. This is spelled out quite clearly in a passage 'on the four elements' included in the second edition of the Small book of distillation. The reader is told that sublunar matter, including the human body, is in a constant turmoil of generation and decay. 11 This is due to the corruptibility of the four elements which make up all earthly things: fire, water, earth and air.
Their associated qualities-hot or cold, wet or dry-are individually destructive, and if one is present in excess, it accelerates the corruption of matter by drying out, burning up or freezing.
Stability and prosperity are only possible if the elements and their qualities are in perfect balance, "as you can see in May when it is neither too dry nor too humid, neither too warm nor too cold." 12 Similarly, human health is dependent upon an equal balance of the four qualities.
This is in keeping with learned medical theory which maintained that a healthy body was one in which the four bodily humours, acting as the vehicles of the elemental qualities, were balanced according to the individual's particular 'complexion.' The comparison of a perfect balance of qualities to those few precious weeks in May, when things are just right, marks it as virtually unattainable, since it was constantly threatened by the fluctuation and uncertainty of all earthly matter. 13 In the face of these concerns, alchemy offered a way of combatting physical corruption through the investigation, imitation and manipulation of natural processes such as material transmutation and decomposition.
Distillation was an essential means to such alchemical ends. From the beginnings of Western alchemy in the twelfth century, distilled elixirs and aqua vitae played an important part in the quest for purification and longevity. 14 20 This productive fusion of craft skills and book learning was crucial to alchemical knowledgemaking in the early modern period. The great majority of practitioners, from scholarly types to those mainly interested in material products, engaged in both textual work and technical processes to some extent. 21 Brunschwig, as I will show, does his best to stretch towards both ends of this spectrum, but while he draws on alchemical authors, he also defines his own work in opposition to certain kinds of alchemy. When describing potable gold, for instance, he hastens to distance himself from chrysopoeic alchemy, stating that his focus is "purely medical,
and not alchemical." 22 To illuminate Brunschwig's own brand of medical alchemy, the following section sketches the intellectual framework which guided his practice. In particular, I show how the alchemical writings of John of Rupescissa shaped Brunschwig's understanding of distillation and thus inspired his quest for reliable medicines. Brunschwig extracted from Rupescissa's work or how he incorporated them into his understanding of the distillation process. In order to do this, it will be useful to investigate Rupescissa's notion of quintessence here in some detail.
John of Rupescissa and the concept of quintessence
Haunted by visions of the apocalypse, Rupescissa wrote his Liber de consideratione quintae essentiae in the 1350s. 30 It describes the quest for a universal alchemical medicine which would comfort and strengthen worthy evangelical men-most likely Rupescissa's
Franciscan brethren-in their imminent battle against the Antichrist. Rupescissa believed that he had found this panacea in repeatedly-distilled alcohol and called it the 'fifth substance' or quinta essentia as an analogy for the Aristotelian fifth element which made up the substance of the heavens. Transcending the four sublunar elements, the celestial fifth element possessed none of their corruptible qualities and thus maintained the heavenly spheres in changeless perfection. 31 Like heaven, quintessence had no elemental qualities and was therefore itself incorruptible as well as halting the corruption of terrestrial matter, including the human body.
Furthermore, it could redress any complexional imbalance as it "sometimes provides a wet quality, sometimes hot, sometimes cold, and sometimes dry." 32 Rupescissa's frequent reference to quintessence as 'man's heaven' or 'our heaven' reflects its marvellous preservative properties and tempering effect, but also indicates that it is a sublunar version of the fifth element, and not in fact a piece of celestial matter. Leah DeVun has argued that quintessence could thus be thought of as 'perfected nature,' subjecting earthly things to heaven's perfectly regular and predictable course to exempt them from corruption.
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Such earthly perfection was hard-won through complex alchemical processes.
Rupescissa maintains that even the best distilled wine one can find is still mingled with earthly qualities, and thus requires circular distillation, such that "by continuous rising and falling the desired quintessence shall be separated from the corruptibility of the four elements." 34 The circular rising of vapours and falling of condensed liquid is thus framed as a special alchemical operation which confers to earthly matter a distinct cosmological status and mode of action on the human body.
While the main purpose of Rupescissa's book is to draw this particular quintessence of aqua ardens which he touts as the ultimate panacea and 'our heaven,' 35 he also tells us that "quintessence is in all things." 36 In particular, the properties of materia medica can be amplified by distilling their quintessence which "produces stupendous effects believed to be impossible." 37 This means that we need to distinguish between the general concept of quintessence drawn from any material substance (alcoholic or not) by eliminating the four elements, and the special case of the miraculous panacea which is the quintessence of wine.
While the former has the specific medicinal properties of its material of origin, the latter has the power to indiscriminately cure any disease through its tempering effect and its touch of incorruptibility. This underscores the significance Rupescissa ascribes to the process of distillation: independent of the material of origin, the circular rising and falling constitutes a [A thing must be sought which should be situated with respect to the four qualities of which our body is composed, as heaven is situated with respect to the four elements.]
"Wie sich halt der hymel gegen den fier qualiteten / also halt sich quinta essentia unser hymel / gegen dem menschen / der da gemacht is vß den fier Elementischen qualiteten / mit dem zuosamen gesetzt ist unser leib" (fol. 11v.).
[As heaven is situated with respect to the four qualities, so quinta essentia, our heaven, is situated with respect to man who is made of the four elemental qualities of which our body is composed.] heaven' most appropriate for the quintessence of wine owing to its subtlety, he also maintains that "apart from wine many other things may also be extracted through distillation," such as 43 "So man sehen ist durch ein vff und ab stygen der distillation das grob vnd vnlauter so vast gescheiden vnd gesubtiliert / vnd gelütert von der groben elementischen zerstörlichen complexion," Brunschwig, Large book, 18r.
the juice of herbs, fruit and animal matter. 44 This idea that distillation could extract the (nonalcoholic) quintessences from virtually anything was crucial in shaping Brunschwig's theoretical understanding of distilled waters, as well as his artisanal practice.
Brunschwig's distilled waters
The influence of Rupescissan alchemy, so clear in the Large book, is less immediately obvious in the Small book. The distilled waters are never advertised as 'quintessences,' let alone as a panacea deserving to be called 'our heaven,' and the instructions for their manufacture do not seem to be geared towards such an elaborate product. Although Brunschwig does recommend distilling multiple times to make the waters stronger, 45 the processes and equipment described in the Small book are much less technical than those for the extraction of quintessences which appear in his later work. Nevertheless, at a closer look, a concept of distilled waters as extraordinary remedies can be discerned among Brunschwig's theoretical claims about distillation and his instructions for the management and use of the waters in the Small book.
The Large book was of course published twelve years later, and one might object that Brunschwig's ideas may have changed during that time, which would call into question their projection onto Brunschwig's earlier work. However, in the first edition of the Small book Brunschwig refers readers to his "large book" for more information on individual topics, suggesting that he was already writing or at least planning his magnum opus.
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In the first chapter of the Small book, Brunschwig defines distillation as the separation of subtle qualities from their material dross, which makes distillates "less material," even "indestructible" and "like a heavenly thing." 47 This is strongly reminiscent of Rupescissa's idea of perfecting nature by separating out the four elements through distillation. It is important to note, though, that Brunschwig's claims about the celestial and incorruptible nature of his remedies are fairly low-key: distillation makes them "less material" and more "like a heavenly thing," it does not purport to actually produce heavenly perfection on earth. is even more evident in the description of the manufacture, management and application of the distilled waters in the Small book. First, the waters deviate from the ideal of the 'quintessence' in that they are not free of elemental qualities. On the contrary, they are divided into categories depending on whether they were made from "hot and dry herbs" or "roots of a moist and phlegmatic complexion," for example. 48 These qualities of the plant are present in the distilled water, and Brunschwig cautions his readers that their effect on the body can be harmful as well as beneficial. Water of Nenufar (water lily), for example, can be "half poisonous through its great" if administered internally. 49 Secondly, it is evident that these distilled remedies are far from incorruptible; in fact, Brunschwig spends the entirety of the last chapter discussing the limited shelf-life of different waters. 50 Their corruptible nature becomes even clearer when Brunschwig insists that they need to be appropriately stored in well-sealed flasks and in a place which is "neither too hot nor too cold" -if the waters freeze, for example, they are instantly ruined. 51 Even if such damage is avoided, their complexional properties are not stable over time.
Water of wild roses, for example, can be used as a cooling remedy for the first two years, "but in the third year its cooling virtue is tempered and it is good for comforting." 52 While water distilled from 'cooling' plants such as mandrake or water-lily is initially dangerously powerful, after one year it can safely be taken internally, and "in the third year its cooling effect is tempered." 53 Although these practical considerations reveal that distilled remedies are not unaffected by decay and change, Brunschwig tells us that they can be salvaged. A water which is about to become corrupt can "prevail against its time" if it is re-infused with fresh herbs and then distilled, but this "may happen no more than twice." 54 While the relatively simple distillations of the Small book do not produce near-celestial quintessence, they still achieve two important feats. First, the impure and potentially poisonous 'corpus' of the distilled matter is discarded and its healing virtues retained, in a form which is more durable than fresh plant matter, if ultimately corruptible. Secondly, the process of distillation can stave off this corruption, at least temporarily.
How, then, are the distilled remedies of the Small book situated with respect to Rupescissa's idea of quintessence? Where do they fit into the alchemical view of the cosmos?
We can perhaps best answer these questions by making sense of Brunschwig's comparison of distilled waters to heavenly bodies. This is reminiscent of Rupescissa's metaphor of 'adorning our heaven with stars,' where 'heaven' represents quintessence of wine and the stars symbolise the properties or quintessences of medicinal simples. The role of 'stars' in this analogy seems applicable to Brunschwig's distilled remedies. Their action on the human body is not like the miraculous tempering effect of quintessence of wine which can redress any complexional imbalance. Instead, they retain the hot or cold, wet or dry qualities of their original material and thus have a definite directional effect on the patient's complexional balance, irrespective of its current state. Specific rather than tempering, this mode of action is similar to that of planetary constellations which incline the humoural body in a defined way, with an outcome which is just as likely to be harmful as it is to heal. In the same way that one might consult an astrologer to determine propitious times for medical treatments or important events and avoid detrimental sidereal influences, Brunschwig recommends that the administration of the distilled waters be supervised by an "experienced doctor" to avoid further upsetting the patient's complexion.
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As we have seen, Brunschwig conceived of distilled waters as fundamentally sublunar entities with a finite lifespan. They possessed nothing like the preservative powers of quintessence, which, as DeVun puts it, "relied upon predictable and regular processes […] that were celestial and perfect." 56 However, the distillation processes in the Small book do confer a substantial degree of superlunary regularity and predictability to distilled remedies. By leaving behind the plants' sublunary dregs, distillation prevents their potentially harmful 'side-effects.'
Since the complexional qualities of each plant are known from ancient pharmacopoeia, the water containing these extracted properties is thus much more predictable in its effect on the human body than, say, a simple decoction. While the material decay of the waters and the fading of their properties are ultimately inevitable, Brunschwig thinks of these processes as highly predictable on the basis of the qualities of the original material. Provided that they are stored and maintained in the right way, Brunschwig seems confident that they will last for a 55 "Durch ein erfarenden artzet" (Brunschwig, Small book, 6r defined period of time, and that their potency decreases by a defined amount each year. In fact, he explains that it can be difficult to assess whether a distilled water has become corrupt unless the date of its distillation has been noted. 57 Brunschwig's remedies thus appear to behave with a clockwork regularity, similar to that of the heavenly bodies to which he compares them. The capacity to bottle this kind of medical reliability must be seen as a significant achievement in a world which was perceived to threaten the human body, and in fact all matter, with constant corruption.
This excursion into the intellectual realm of Brunschwig's alchemical reading highlights the medical challenges he perceived in nature, and how he thought his remedies might stand up to them. These more theoretical aspects have been discussed separately for convenience, and not because they represent one of two distinct halves of Brunschwig's project. His discussion of Rupescissa's ideas in the Large book, for example, alternates with advice for hands-on practice and continuous assessment and improvement. To improve the quality of distilled wine for making quintessence, for instance, Brunschwig recommends adding a water cooling system to the still and includes a lengthy discussion of different furnaces and their coal dispensing mechanisms, air holes and water baths. 58 Furthermore, he displays a good deal of experience with equipment of different quality and provenance. He recommends glassware from Bohemian or Venetian glassblowers for its heat resistance, and earthenware jugs made from the dense clay found around Syburg (near Dortmund), or from the Alsatian town of Haguenau. 59 Considering the detailed description of these materials, which were produced not too far from Brunschwig's hometown, Strasbourg, it is likely that he was using and testing them. Even the more theoretical parts of the Large book, then, are intercalated with methods and materials from Brunschwig's own practical experience.
The 'handwork' of making distilled waters
Brunschwig's project of producing reliable remedies which could withstand and prevent material decay was, of course, in large part a practical undertaking. In the workshop, he struggled not only with ideas about matter, but with the stuff of nature itself, with plants and 57 "Aber schwerlich ist zuo erkenen ein waß wen es zerstört ist das man es hin schuetten soll / so mann nit wüssen ist die zeit seiner distillierung" (Brunschwig, Small book, 18v The title pages of Brunschwig's works make it quite clear that his project of distillation will involve a good deal of physical 'handwork.' The Small book opens with the image of an idyllic garden with people digging up herbs, stoking fires, and decanting liquids (see figure 1) .
60 "Da ich off vnd viel gefragt bin / so ich gehandelt hab in meiner practica wie man dye wasser brennen distillieren bruchen und behalten soll." (Brunschwig, Small book, 2v). 61 "Von weisser erden da von man den goltschmiden oder müntz meistern schmeltz digel macht" (Brunschwig, Small book, 7r). 62 "Durch mein reglich vbung / bruch / vnn practica der hantwirckung," "mit meinen augen gesehen vnd mit meinen oren gehört hab" (Brunschwig, Large book 2r-2v).
The stills in the frontispiece of the Large book are entwined to form a caduceus, the staff of Hermes, and hence a symbol of alchemy rather than an existing piece of apparatus. The depicted practitioners, however, are touching it with their hands to check and adjust the temperature, reminding readers that the success of the loftiest alchemical pursuits hinges first and foremost on physical work (see figure 2) . The instructions reflect this injunction to use one's body and its senses to ensure that technical processes are reproduced as precisely and consistently as possible. The temperature of a water bath, for example, should be checked regularly by touch, and must not get so hot that one cannot "bear to keep a finger in it." 65 The practitioner's senses should also be attuned to detecting the transition between different stages of the distillation process. When distilling quintessence of wine, it is important to determine when the 'spirit' has been distilled off:
you may recognise this, for when the streaks in the alembic begin to branch, and thick broad drops form in the helmet as if it were sweating on the inside, then the spirits are gone.
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To be quite sure, though, this should be confirmed using the sense of taste:
if you really want to know if the spirits are gone, recognise the aforementioned signs, open the receptacle, catch some of the distilled wine from the helmet in a glass and taste it on the tongue. Thus you will sense whether it is watery or whether it still has more power and spirit.
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Once the carefully controlled manufacturing process was accomplished, proper storage and management of the medicinal waters was just as important for their successful application. It was, for example, essential to be able to tell when a water was nearing the end of its shelf life, at which point it could do more harm than good, and should no longer be used. Waters of rose or lavender, for example, were considered past their use-by date when their distinctive "taste and scent have diminished noticeably or entirely disappeared." 68 Cloudy material at the bottom of the flask and a reddish tint to the liquid were also sure signs of impending corruption, as was a change in the water's viscosity. More elusive to the senses, this property was made visible through pouring tests, or by placing a drop on a thumb nail: "if it does not run off soon, [the water] should be discarded." 69 While the hand and the eye figure prominently in histories of art and science, other senses such as smell and taste have recently also begun to attract scholarly attention, and have been shown to play a productive and authoritative role in artisanal and chemical enterprises. 
Communicating distilled waters
While learned and artisanal attitudes towards matter were crucial in shaping distilled waters as reliable remedies against the instability of the sublunar world, our understanding of these products remains incomplete if we treat the medium through which they are communicatedthe printed book-merely as a primary source which allows us to identify those attitudes. After all, given the popularity of the Small book, it seems likely that Brunschwig's distilled medicines travelled far more widely in this printed form than they ever did as physical liquids in jars or anthill or a baker's oven. In the purpose-built furnaces he describes, the temperature can be adjusted by regulating the air supply or by distilling in sand, ashes or a water bath. 76 The integration of images and text, no doubt the work of Brunschwig's publisher, Johann Grüninger, deserves particular attention. For his very successful edition of a popular vernacular herbal called the Gart der Gesundheit ('Garden of Health') Grüninger had devised a two-column page layout which not only made his version of the Gart much more economical by saving paper, but also allowed woodcut images to be embedded at the appropriate place in the text. 77 The same layout was used for the Small book, ensuring that readers never had to look far for the picture of, say, a particular shape of distilling flask described in the text. More often than not, the description of such an item concludes "and this is its form," directly followed by the relevant woodcut integrated into the text column. 78 Where a particular piece of equipment is mentioned in more than one place, the image is often printed again, saving the reader the bother of turning to a previous chapter. By telling his readers exactly what equipment to use, how to set it up, and how to achieve constant temperatures, Brunschwig shows his concern for technical precision and consistent replication of his hard-won craft experience.
The organisation of the material is no less purposeful, both within the individual sections and by means of indices and registers which allow the reader to navigate between them. The technical tract begins by introducing the concept and purpose of distillation before moving on to the different techniques and required equipment, ending with instructions on how to label, store and manage the distilled waters. Read front to back, it thus provides something of a beginners' guide to the craft. Rather than haphazardly running through the "many ways of distilling known to the alchemists," Brunschwig selects a useful subset and ranks them in a logical order, according to complexity and cost. He describes ten key processes, five "without a cost" as they do not require a special furnace, and five which can only be performed "at a cost and with a fire." 79 While the book thus satisfies the needs of fairly committed adepts, it keeps accessible the relevant information for those less willing or able to invest much time and money.
Indices and registers are perhaps the most crucial features of knowledge organisation, as they allow the reader to connect information from the different parts of the book. 80 They, too, are probably owed to Johann Grüninger's inventiveness in terms of layout and organisation.
The first edition of the Small book contained over two hundred pages' worth of navigation devices, from an alphabetical list of all plants to two cross-referencing head-to-toe registers of diseases and remedies. For all their good intent, these were initially somewhat cumbersomea flaw which was remedied in the second edition. As the preface emphasises, the previously printed book of distillation had a register at the back, which took up nearly the whole book and was unnecessarily printed twice; and then referred back into the book
proper. This has now been left out and a new register made, easier to understand and faster to find. The Small book thus not only presents a comprehensive and structured account of making and using distilled waters; it also keeps it at the readers' fingertips. This would have been especially helpful for practitioners who, like Brunschwig, were makers as well as knowers, going back and forth between books and stills, but whose spare time and polymathic education were more limited. 82 This type of practical knowledge associated with crafts and materials gained in status in the early modern period, 83 and increasing literacy rates, in combination with the development of relatively cheap print, gave rise to a new kind of practical literature. This was not so much characterised by a common set of subjects -which ranged from craft secrets to cookery -as by their use of the vernacular and their step-by-step instructions which guided the reader towards useful knowledge or material products, often by trial and error. 84 Published in 1500, Brunschwig's Small book is one of the earliest exemplars of this emerging 'How-to' tradition which proved increasingly popular with literate (but not necessarily Latinate) laypeople such as artisans. 85 William Eamon has argued that these widely distributed and accessible books of secrets and recipes came to promote the standardisation of craft practices across the German-speaking area. 86 As we have seen, Brunschwig's manual is uniquely geared towards this aim of teaching even those with little experience how to replicate distillation procedures as consistently and accurately as possible.
The sheer effort that must have gone into implementing such rigorous structure and ample navigation devices shows that both author and publisher were acutely aware that the successful replication of procedures for channelling near-celestial reliability hinged on the clarity and reliability of the printed instructions themselves. In that sense, the Small book was as much a product of Brunschwig's practice as his distilled waters, shaped by attention to technical detail and a concern for precision and accurate replication. Bringing the printed book back into the narrative allows us to understand it not only as a vehicle of communicating technical knowledge, but also as a hard-won product in itself, much like the remedies it describes. Books were shaped by the same intellectual and artisanal concerns about the alchemy of material decay.
Conclusion
In the fleeting material world of the sublunar sphere, human health was fragile and under constant threat from decay, corruption and the vicissitudes of the four elements. Alchemy, with its focus on controlling such natural processes, was a promising framework for fashioning a type of material product which was more resistant to the permutations of natural matter, and more predictable in its effect on the human body. To achieve this kind of material stability, Brunschwig draws extensively on both learned and artisanal traditions of alchemy by complementing intellectual concepts about transforming matter with confidently-articulated technical skills derived from his own experience. He abstracts from Rupescissa's writings a concept of distillation as a way of achieving some degree of celestial regularity on earth. While the corruption of physical matter at the whim of the four elements is ultimately unavoidable, the distilling procedures in the Small book ensure that the complexional effects of materia medica are stabilised, standardised and made predictable. In the workshop, these ideas translate into concerns about adequate equipment, technical precision and consistent manual practice.
These processes, by which reliable distilled waters are prised from temperamental natural matter, and thus set apart from ordinary corruptible medicines, required the investment of the practitioner's body and its senses. But as we have seen, Brunschwig also viewed this direct physical engagement as a process which yields valuable knowledge about technical processes and natural materials, making their elusive properties more manoeuvrable in practice. This was no less crucial than scholarly learning, and it underscores the hybrid character of Brunschwig's project. Moving back and forth between books and stills, he constructed his distilled waters as much in the study as in the workshop.
Brunschwig's focus on distillation, backlit by alchemical thought, leaves us with a strong sense that his works are about 'doing alchemy.' They also show, however, that the meaning of this category was not self-evident. Although borrowing from authors and works that were, by Brunschwig's time, generally recognised as "alchemical," he defines his own approach to alchemy largely in terms of medical purposes, realised through artisanal precision and hands-on work. Given the popularity of Brunschwig's works, his stance on alchemy is likely to have influenced practitioners in the sixteenth century and beyond. To the modern historian, it is a potent reminder that alchemy in the early modern period was a colourful landscape of overlapping interests and practices rather than a single monolithic tradition. http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/bsb00031146/image_44
http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/bsb00031146/image_45
